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Case Study 1: Example of community-based arts work as a form of social activism to raise awareness 
and address a specific issue in the community. 
 
 

RAKAN MANTIN – Community-Based Arts and Culture Work as a Form of Social 
Activism against Community Displacement 
 
This case study was produced through interviews with Victor Chin and Chan Seong Foong, from resources posted in 
their Facebook group page, and from a visit to the village to participate in an event in April 2014. All pictures are 
taken from the Facebook page of Rakan Mantin and reproduced with permission, unless stated otherwise. 

 
 

PROJECT SUMMARY  
 
Rakan Mantin is a group founded to raise awareness about the threatened historical urban village of 
Kampung Hakka Mantin in the state of Negeri Sembilan, using creative methods of engaging and 
disseminating knowledge, and conducting activities for cultural appreciation. Rakan Mantin documents 
the community’s history and culture, and runs programmes with the villagers to communicate their plight, 
share their heritage, raise solidarity and village pride, and spread awareness outside of the village. The 
actual working group of Rakan Mantin consists of 10 individuals that include artist and founder Victor Chin 
and Chan Seong Foong, a social scientist and close collaborator, as well as community Kg. Hakka Mantin 
representatives and members of the political party, Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM). There is a larger, 
virtual membership of Rakan Mantin in the form of a Facebook Group with about almost 200 online 
members. Working on a project activity basis, Rakan Mantin currently intends to exist as long as the 
founding members see the need to provide support to the villagers in their cause. 
 
 

BACKGROUND: where Rakan Mantin works and how they came into being 
 
Kampung Hakka Mantin – 100 year old village 
under threat 
 
Kampung Hakka Mantin is a small village, once known 
as Kampung Attap, located in the Nilai district of Negeri 
Sembilan. About an hour’s drive southeast from Kuala 
Lumpur, the village lies just off the main road of Mantin 
town, between Kajang and Seremban. The village has a 
history dating back to the tin mining era of Mantin and 
therefore linked to Malaysia’s development as a 
multiracial country and its industrial history, which saw a 
great influx of Chinese workers during the 19

th
 century 

up until the 2
nd

 World War.  
 
The village covers about 30 acres and its surrounding 
countryside was once a landscape of dredges and 
mining activity. This is now long in the past, and despite 
their having settled the land over a century ago, the 
villagers’ right of residence is not recognised by the land 
authorities. Their population has dwindled from about 
200 families to only about 50 families as a result of out-
migration and pressure to relocate. Those remaining are 
doing so despite imminent destruction of their homes 
and persecution by authorities when they persist in acts 
of resistance against the property developer with claims 
to the land.  

 
Promotional poster made by Rakan Mantin of a 
guided walk highlighting the traditional architecture 
and building of the village.  
 
 
[One can learn more about the villager’s plight 
online at http://www.fz.com/video/fz-presents-
kampung-hakka-fighting-save-100-year-legacy] 

http://www.fz.com/video/fz-presents-kampung-hakka-fighting-save-100-year-legacy
http://www.fz.com/video/fz-presents-kampung-hakka-fighting-save-100-year-legacy
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Painted protest mural in Bahasa and Chinese on building façade at 
the village, visible to passers-by from the main road. (image 
author’s own) 

 
Scene of demolished houses in the village. 

 

Forming of Rakan Mantin 
 
Rakan Mantin’s founder, Victor Chin, is a painter, photographer and columnist, who was also the founding 
member of an earlier movement known as Rakan KL, which was a specific reaction to the demolition of 
areas of Chinatown (Jalan Sultan, KL) for the MRT construction. Rakan KL members protested, marched, 
and encouraged collective action. They also use cultural programming and employ visual 
communications ways to spread awareness, for advocacy, and to celebrate and highlight heritage and 
culture. 
 
The Rakan movements share similarities in their purpose and action. The voice of dissent takes on the 
form of enjoyable –and therefore seemingly benign ways-- forms. There is a fundamental belief Rakan 
Mantin upholds that these historical cultural landscapes are important for Malaysian origins. The founder, 
Victor, sums it up thus: “Loss of this type of living means a loss of unquantifiable (intangible) elements – 
the spirit of community, the neighbourliness, traditional values of family and home.” 
 
Victor Chin forms the backbone of Rakan Mantin and is well known for his interest in urban conservation. 
Already a concerned advocate of residents’ rights and threatened urban landscapes, Victor came to know 
about what was happening to the villagers of Kg. Hakka Mantin through news reports and social media, 
and felt compelled to act. This led, therefore, to Victor and his main collaborator, Chan Seong Foong, in 
September 2012, establishing contact with the villagers who were mostly willing to talk to these strangers 
in their midst because of the threat of eviction they were facing and a hope for help. Their conversations 
became deeper; Victor and Seong Foong started joining demonstrations; and they also built a relationship 
with members of the Parti Socialis Malaysia (PSM) who were playing an active role in trying to protect the 
residents’ rights. Through regular visits and considered discussions, Victor and Seong Foong built trust 
with the community.  

 
Membership and structure of the organisation 
 
Rakan Mantin functions as an informal group with members that participate in activities as and when they 
happen, but it does have what can be considered a “steering committee” of 10 individuals, led by Victor, 
and which includes key community representatives such as Chong Tze Yaw, a local leader in the 
community and Kampung Hakka’s Action Committee Chairman, as well as key figures from PSM.  
 
Using its Facebook network, Rakan Mantin mobilizes volunteers or collaborators for projects as the need 
arises, some of whom participate driven by a shared passion for the cause, while others get involved for 
the social aspects of the activities they organize, albeit with a cause. 
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Stakeholders 

 
Victor and Seong Foong are very clear as to who the stakeholders of Rakan Mantin are: the community 
members of Kg. Hakka Mantin. PSM is a valuable partner, but it is the community to which Rakan Mantin is 
responsible. 
 
Rakan Mantin is composed of 3 groups with 
specific and over-lapping interests: 

i. The community of villagers to 
secure right of tenure and/or adequate 
compensation for relocation. The 
villagers are interested ultimately in 
their survival and right to continue 
living in their village.  

ii. Parti Socialis Malaysia (PSM) as 
advocacy drivers. 

iii. Culture workers such as Victor and 
Seong Foong, who champion the 
cause of the villagers, help them in 
reclaiming their dignity and heritage, 
and provide creative ways to help 
them express themselves and to 
generate interest from outsiders in 
their community. 

   
Core members of Rakan Mantin, with resident Chong 3

rd
 from left, and 

Seong Foong and Victor at right, at the Chinese New Year 2014 
village celebrations. 

 

Funding 
 
The group does not benefit from any specific sources of funding, working voluntarily and raising funds as 
needed for specific activities through individual charity and goodwill.  

 

Operations 

 
The Rakan Mantin team operates in a relatively instinctive manner, “working with people and letting them 
speak, practicing democracy”, and not consciously employing specific strategies in how they do things. 
There is also no theoretical framework underpinning their approach, but are guided, according to Victor, 
by a sense of justice and a recognition of the need to safeguard such communities and environments.  

“If you can look at art or a play or a dance as any a sense of justice – how you justify your lines—

how you want to be just, how you want to be fair, is inherent in anything we do or experience. As 

an artist you want to share this sense of justice.” 

They plan their activities based on needs that are established through informal conversations, discovering 

what the community needed and seeing how best Rakan Mantin can help within their means and specific 

types of resources. 

Rakan Mantin is not so much a project as it is a movement. Their work is highly process oriented, with the 
outputs manifestations of these processes, as well as a means to an end. Terms are not dictated by the 
arts and culture workers involved, but through discussion and joint planning with the community members 
and other stakeholders. The villagers are very much involved throughout all stages of work.  

 
 
WHAT RAKAN MANTIN DOES: Social Activism through Culture 
 
Rakan Mantin uses the artistic and creative talents of their members and their experience in organising events to help 
coordinate and plan activities and programmes to achieve their social activism objectives. 
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Objectives 
 

 Support the community in terms of making their plight known. 

 Plant the name “Mantin” in peoples’ minds and highlight the injustice of what is happening 
to the villagers of Kg. Hakka.  

 Make known the significance of these historical landscapes. 
 
Although Rakan Mantin has helped in the design and creation of banners, t-shirts and other 
communication methods that proclaim ‘Save Kg. Hakka!’, “saving” the village is not an explicit objective. 
As explained by Victor, saving the village from destruction certainly might be a desired outcome, but the 
future of the village is dependent on its community who may or may not eventually agree to a 
compromise and satisfactory compensation, and is determined by them, not Rakan Mantin.  
 
Rakan Mantin’s aim as summed up by Victor, thus, is to “be with the community” as long as necessary.  
 

Immediate goals 
 
Rakan Mantin’s programmes are part of the movement’s immediate and short-term plans. This involves 
documentation of the community and raising awareness of their history both amongst their own 
community as well as to outsiders, and the support of their coming together against what is perceived as 
a system of injustice. There are presently ideas developing amongst the group members to make formal 
proposals for the village to be officially recognised by authorities as a “heritage village” for its significant 
historical landscape, but this has not yet developed into concrete steps.   
 

Programmes and activities 
 
Rakan Mantin’s activities and small programmes are part of a larger process of awareness building and 
addressing the issues of community displacement, forced eviction, land rights, as well as the right to 
public dissent.  
 
As explained by Victor and Seong Foong, the programmes and things Rakan Mantin does help give 

Mantin “a visual and cultural profile”. Such programmes encourage public engagement and awareness of 

the villagers’ plight, while also instilling appreciation amongst both the community as well as visitors. The 

work of Rakan Mantin has significantly contributed to a surge in pride amongst the villagers of their 

history and of their community, as well as of their environment. 

Victor also hopes to educate visitors about local domestic architecture and, specifically, a less 

documented pre-brick, wooden architecture that is native to Malaysia other than that of the traditional 

Malay kampong house. According to Victor, the vernacular of Chinese wooden settlements has not been 

acknowledged and properly documented, and he hopes to change this through the efforts of Rakan 

Mantin. 
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Programming examples: 

 festivals 

 guided walks through the village by 
residents 

 the setting up of an ‘Interpretative 
Centre’ 

 1-day workshop/seminar to form a 
collective work through a mobile 
photographic exhibition, contributing to 
the on-going documentation of the 
history and culture of the village to 
preserve the community’s cultural 
dynamics and traditions 

 1-day workshop on Art & Community 
Activism in Action 

  ‘day out’ type events, with small 
activities planned for a day or half day 
spent in the village 
 

 
Event poster made by Rakan Mantin to promote cooking event with local 
resident and knowledge bearer, Grandma Kong. 

Community participation 
 
Every member of the community becomes engaged in some form or another; whether through community 
meetings or actively participating in a programme as collaborator/contributor or audience member. 
Specific activities are planned that make full use of the villagers as knowledge bearers and help celebrate 
their heritage, as illustrated by events such as ‘Grandma Kong’s New Year Cake Cooking Session’ 
involving a 90+ year old member of the community, (shown above), skits produced and performed by the 
villagers themselves, and oral history sharing sessions. Villagers also act as tour guides for the walks 
(below), recounting their own stories and providing a real and intimate connection between place and 
people for outsiders to experience. 
 

 
Chong leading a tour of the village for visitors 

 

 
KAMPUNG HAKKA INTERPRETIVE CENTRE  
 
The vllage Interpretive Centre, launched in December 2013, is an excellent example of how the 
community works closely with Rakan Mantin as well as of the community’s ownership of the programmes 
they run in collaboration. 
 
A need was identified to have a space that acted as a cultural hub and centre for programme activities, as 
well as meeting point for members of the community. A house was selected in a suitable location in the 
village, owned by a member of the core Rakan Mantin team, and made available for this purpose. 
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The Rakan Mantin Interpretive Centre,  
photograph author’s. 

Its renovation was done as a collaborative effort, 
making full use of local villager’s skills in carpentry 
and other minor repair works. All documentation of 
residents stories and aspects of Hakka culture and 
domestic life collected thus far has been organized 
and presented here as a mini exhibition. The 
building maintains most of its original structure and 
its main room used as a public space for events and 
for gatherings.  
 
The launching of the Interpretative Centre was timed 
to coincide with a “Home-coming Festival”, the 
celebration of the Chinese Winter Solstice in 
December 2013. The 2-day programme included 
bicycle rides, talks, performances and food, and the 
celebrations kicked off with villagers performing 
prayers and making offerings to the gods prior to the 
running of the public events. 
 

 

 

     
Launching/Homecoming festival prayers.                                          Visitors map of the village and location of Interpretive Centre 

  

 
Llustrations of villagers’ stories, houses, historical moments & artefacts. 

  
 Posters designed by Rakan Mantin (at top). 
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What stands out about the Kg. Mantin Interpretive Centre is that it is a centre that was developed and is 
ultimately being used by the members of the community. The cultural workers of Rakan Mantin played a 
big role in initiating and facilitating its development, and assisting in how the stories are presented, but the 
villagers are very much involved in the actual interpretation process – in the act of interpreting 
themselves. They have say over what is said, and have ownership over the physical structure, its 
contents, and its function. 
 
Rakan Mantin is consistently as transparent and as fair as possible in how they work with community. 
Services are usually paid for (whether for food preparation or labour) demonstrating clearly to the 
villagers that they are never taken advantage of when activities were organised, while also actively 
instilling a sense of worth of every contribution made. 
 
A typical event involves villagers participating in the following: 

- the telling of stories and sharing their memories on specific topics, facilitated by an interpreter or 
Rakan Mantin member; 

- the preparation of local food, which is eaten together with visitors as a communal meal (visitors 
pay a fee to participate in a programme which includes food) 

- guiding or home tours where visitors are shown around the village and/or invited into specific 
homes or locations for story-telling in situ. 

 
Significantly, visitors are also actively encouraged to participate and share in return, with events feeling 
very much like a visit to a new friend’s home, sitting around and exchanging stories. Rakan Mantin 
emphasizes the need for the residents to gain as much from the experience and for it to be enjoyable, 
exposing them to new people and always ensuring that the process is two-way and never turns into a 
showcase with residents merely as spectacle and visitors as spectators.  
 

 
IMPACT: Achievements of Rakan Maintain for the Community of Kg. Hakka 
 

Accountability and challenges  
 
Rakan Mantin considers itself answerable to the community in a theoretical sense, although there is no 
formal accountability. Similarly, evaluation of Rakan Mantin’s work does not happen in formal context, 
although a post-mortem after activities is generally done. Instead, monitoring takes place as an on-going 
process, and Victor and Seong Foong are informed and guided by immediate feedback from villagers and 
community participation is, to them, the best gauge. 
 
Despite the strong community involvement as clearly evidenced by the organization and successful 
delivery of programme activities, they acknowledge, however, that there are still battles to be won and 
relationships to be cultivated and negotiated: “communities always have their conflicts, vested interests 
and territorial claims”.  
 

Achievements  
 
According to Victor and Seong Foong, the villagers of Kg. Mantin have learnt not only learnt more about 
their culture and gained a sense of value for their heritage, they have acquired a stronger sense of their 
basic rights and the right to dissent. Rakan Mantin helps give their dissent a visual profile and has 
enabled the villagers to tell their stories in non-confrontational ways using cultural events and visual 
communication.  
 
The villagers’ renewed pride and dignity as a result of the Rakan Mantin programmes is evident in the 
ease in which they seem to participate in events, and the openness and relaxed way they engage with 
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visitors. Despite language barriers, joining an event feels like stepping into a gathering of old friends and 
being made to feel immediately welcome

1
.  

 

Short-term plans 
 
Rakan Mantin is engaged in the following with the Kg. Hakka Mantin community: 

- Trying to organize the villagers to figure out how to response to visitors. 
- Want to create a new mindset, how to look at our traditional landscapes with dignity.  
- Thinking about how to safeguard the villagers from over-exploitation. 

 
There are also various plans involving the other Rakan movements: Rakan KL, Klang, Melaka, and 
Kajang in the pipeline. 
 
There processes are described as very organic, with no existing templates, but further documentation is 
recognized as important to the continuity of their work.  
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Rakan Mantin uses culture and the power of visual communications and story-telling for two main 
reasons: to bring about a renewed sense of identity amongst a community diminished in both size and 
spirit by loss of its members as a result of time and economic forces, and to equip the villagers of 
Kampung Hakka Mantin with tools to voice dissent and spread awareness of their issues. 
 
Efforts to continue the process of documentation will continue and, with time, these efforts may become 
more targeted and build upon each other to result in new, more strategic action. The cultural workers of 
Rakan Mantin will continue to functioning as enablers and co-collaborators as they stand in solidarity with 
the villagers and their fellow PSM partners.  
 

 
 

 

                                                           
1
 As witnessed by author during the Picnic at Kg. Hakka, 19 April 2014 
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